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DEAD AWAKEN? AN EMPIRICAL STUDY OF  
IBSEN’S PRESENCE IN CONTEMPORARY 
FLEMISH THEATER
Daan Vandenhaute
In 1880 the Stadsschouwburg Amsterdam put on Pillars of  Society, 
the first time Henrik Ibsen was staged in Dutch. Ever since Ibsen has 
been part of  theater life in the Low Countries. As Rob van der Zalm 
has shown in his standard study on the reception of  Ibsen in the 
Netherlands, the extent of  this presence has fluctuated over time. 
After a tentative start, an introductory decade (1880–1890) was fol-
lowed by a period of  40 years during which the number of  produc-
tions were about 20 per decade. From 1930 until 1970 the number 
of  productions decreased drastically, to less than then 10 per decade, 
but from 1970 onward the interest for Ibsen increased manifestly 
again. Van der Zalm notes that by the time he ends his investigation, 
1995, 26 productions of  Ibsen had already been staged, as many as 
during the entire 1980s. In a brief  follow-up study published in the 
wake of  the 2006 Ibsen anniversary van der Zalm observes that “(b)
etween 1991 and 2000 the number of  Ibsen productions reached the 
astonishing figure of  forty, which means an average of  four every 
season” (Van der Zalm 2007, 118).
Van der Zalm’s data refer to the staging of  Ibsen in the Nether-
lands. A similar rigorous investigation of  the situation in Flanders, 
the Dutch-speaking part of  Belgium, is unfortunately not available. 
This article aims to contribute to our understanding of  the reception 
of  Ibsen in contemporary Flanders. To this end, I develop a double 
perspective: on the one hand, I focus on the production side, study-
ing how often Ibsen – and which Ibsen – has been staged in Flanders 
since 1985; on the other hand, I examine Ibsen’s status for contem-
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porary Flemish audiences, analyzing data from a survey held in 2006 
among theater visitors and professionals active within the field of  
theater.
Ibsen reception studies have convincingly demonstrated that the 
work of  Ibsen has been treated in many different ways. Casanova 
2004, for example, has argued that this was already the case with the 
early reception of  Ibsen in England and France and has shown how 
these different images of  one and the same author, a model of  Real-
ism on the one hand and of  Symbolism on the other, can be under-
stood if  one accounts for the different power relations and struggles 
in the respective domestic literary fields. To many the value of  Ibsen’s 
work lies precisely in the fact that Ibsen is open to “transcreations” 
(see Carlson 2004). Brian Johnston notes, somewhat regretfully, that 
Ibsen has become “vulnerable to many agendas and subjected to 
various critical interpretations and metamorphoses on stage,” which 
results in “tamed texts purporting to be by Ibsen but with their chal-
lenging original texture removed to ingratiate contemporary tastes” 
( Johnston 2006, 18–19), while others, like Kirsten Shepherd-Barr, 
welcome the rejuvenating of  Ibsen in the intercultural encounters 
across the globe and particularly in Africa and the Middle East, in 
which she sees a process of  what she calls “glocalisation,” implying 
adaptations to contemporary social situations (Shepherd-Barr 2006). 
This is thus in contrast to the process of  estheticizing Ibsen which 
Tore Rem has pointed out as a historically inescapable condition to 
gain a place among the classics (2004).
Clearly, then, there is not, and never has been, one single version 
of  Ibsen. Instead, the man and his work are permanently subjected 
to many different perspectives, varying both from a historical and a 
contemporary point of  view as well as geographically. Ibsen and his 
work are always adapted by “local” communities, which add their 
own impressions, no local community ever being homogenous in its 
choices, as, for example, Wang Ning also demonstrates in his study 
on the changing reception of  Ibsen in China (Ning 2003).
In other words, all of  these observations of  continuously different 
approaches to Ibsen serve as exemplifications of  the theoretical con-
cept of  literary knowledge as Gebhard Rusch applies it in his study 
on Alfred Döblin’s status within the literary system in Germany. The 
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concept refers to a constructivist view of  reality, “Wirklichkeit” as 
opposed to “a naturalistically postulated ‘ontic’ world (independent 
from human cognition),” reality seen thus as “a variable depend-
ing on time, knowledge, cognitive ability and social competence” 
(Rusch 1999, 368–369). According to this view the reality of  literary 
authors equals “their presence in the cognitive-social syntheses of  
reality” (Rusch 1999, 369). In other words, it has to be defined by the 
ways in which different social groups conceive of  these authors. In 
line with the conception of  the literary system elaborated by Sieg-
fried J. Schmidt (see Schmidt 1991 for a more theoretical discussion 
of  the concept and Schmidt 1989 for a historical account) and the 
different functional roles that can be discerned within this system, 
literary reality can be analyzed at different levels. At the level of  
production one can study how an author is present in the activities 
of  other authors, as a mere memory, a vivid force to write against, 
a source of  inspiration, a sign traceable through all kinds of  inter-
textual relations, etc. An author’s presence can also be manifest at 
the level of  mediation. It thus becomes a matter of, for example, 
how known (or unknown) an author is to librarians or teachers, to 
what extent the works of  an author are available in bookstores or are 
reprinted by publishing houses, in which ways he or she is part of  
the frame of  reference critics make use of, etc.1 Finally, the reality of  
an author also pertains to the level of  reception, where it is qualified 
by aspects such as to what extent an author is familiar to the general 
public, what kind of  readers an author has, in which ways an author 
is present in the media, etc. As the reality of  an author can – and 
most probably will – differ along these dimensions, Rusch concludes 
that it has to be “taken as a virtual and continually changing entity” 
(Rusch 1999, 370).
Research question and method
The aim of  this article is to investigate empirically the reality of  
Ibsen in contemporary Flanders from two perspectives (a study of  
Ibsen productions on the contemporary Flemish stage and a study 
of  Ibsen’s status for the contemporary Flemish theater audience). 
This analysis of  the reality of  Ibsen is by necessity a partial one and 
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could be supplemented with analyses of  several other perspectives. 
For example, this study contains no investigation of  performance 
practice and how Ibsen productions have been recently staged in 
Flanders, nor of  the critical reception of  Ibsen or the quality and 
availability of  translations in the Dutch-speaking language area.
The data that underlie the analysis of  contemporary Ibsen 
productions in Flanders are mainly derived from two inventories 
available online, the IbsenStage database and the VTI-database 
(Flemish Theater Institute), which partly overlap and partly 
complement one another. These inventories, however, are not 
complete, neither with regard to the number of  productions, nor the 
number of  performances. Wherever possible I completed these data, 
using several source available on the Internet. Particularly useful in 
this respect have been the Etcetera archive, the Gopress database as 
well as the home pages of  several theater companies and art houses.2
My analysis of  contemporary Ibsen productions in Flanders is 
founded on a mapping of  all productions since 1985. Like many time 
demarcations this date is somewhat arbitrary, but not meaningless. 
By defining a somewhat longer period it is easier to see patterns in 
the contemporary staging of  Ibsen and to compare in a meaningful 
way the data with the findings of  van der Zalm with regard to Ibsen 
on the Dutch scene. Moreover, this demarcation is also significant 
from the perspective of  institutional developments in contemporary 
Flemish theater; from the mid-eighties on Flemish theater, which 
had previously been dominated by three larger municipal compa-
nies, was rejuvenated by a group of  young theater-makers who 
started to work within small-scale, avant-garde theater companies, 
gradually gaining influence throughout the entire theater sector 
(Werck and Heyndels 2007, 30).
The Ibsen productions mapped here are all produced by profes-
sional companies. Thus, data concerning productions by amateur 
companies that sometimes figure in the IbseStage database have 
been removed. When analyzing the Ibsen productions in Flanders 
I take into account both the company that staged a production and 
the location where the actual performance took place. I distinguish 
between productions by a Flemish theater company and guest 
productions (both in Dutch and in another language). Within the 
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Flemish companies I distinguish between three categories: (a) large, 
municipal companies, such as KNS, NTG, KVS, and Toneelhuis; 
(b) smaller companies that have been selected at least once by Het 
Theaterfestival; (c) other smaller companies.3 As far as location is 
concerned I distinguish between productions staged in one or more 
of  the three biggest cities (Antwerp, Brussels and Ghent) and else-
where in Flanders. I consider all these distinctions as indicators of  
the importance a production can have within the Flemish theater 
landscape, and especially within what here is described as “serious 
artistic theater.”
The analysis of  Ibsen’s status for the contemporary audience in 
Flanders is based on data that come from a survey held in 2006. The 
data were collected in two ways. Firstly, from August to December 
2006 a self-administered questionnaire was randomly distributed 
among attendants of  10 theater productions at 10 different locations 
in Flanders. These productions ranged from popular to avant-garde, 
and locations ranged from smaller towns such as Ostend to bigger 
cities such as Antwerp or Ghent. A total of  586 theatergoers com-
pleted the questionnaire.
Secondly, data from the same questionnaire was collected by 
means of  a web survey of  members of  amateur and professional 
companies, teachers and students of  drama, theater critics and jour-
nalists, and members of  cultural centers and arts organizations.4 The 
sampling frame was a list provided by the Flemish Theater Institute, 
which registers every active professional and amateur company/
individual within the theater world. The 587 respondents to the web 
survey brought the total number of  respondents to 1173. In sum, 
this purposive sample resulted in a unique data-set that covered dif-
ferent sections of  the theater world in Flanders, ranging from pro-
ducers and mediators such as actors, stage directors, stage managers, 
members of  the technical crew, and critics to teachers of  drama and 
drama students. Also the reception level was covered by a sizeable 
sample of  the theater audience.5 Finally, both the professional circuit 
as well as the amateur drama field was represented.
The survey contained questions on the socio-demographic char-
acteristics of  the respondents as well as questions on experience 
and preferences regarding theater and other cultural activities.6 The 
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survey also listed a number of  dramatists, and the respondents were 
asked to indicate whether or not they were familiar with an author 
and, if  so, to what extent they found the author interesting. Represent-
ing a mix of  both Dutch language and foreign language playwrights 
comprising highly canonized authors, classical authors and contem-
porary authors in vogue at the time of  the survey, apart from Ibsen 
the following playwrights were listed: Antonin Artaud (1896–1948), 
Alan Ayckbourn (1939), Samuel Beckett (1906–1989), Bertolt Brecht 
(1898–1956), Edward Bond (1934), Albert Camus (1913–1960), Hugo 
Claus, (1929–2008), Marguerite Duras (1914–1996), Jon Fosse (1959), 
Herman Heijermans (1864–1924), Sarah Kane (1971–1999), Mau-
rice Maeterlinck (1862–1949), Arthur Miller (1915–2005), Molière 
(1622–1673), Heiner Müller (1929–1995), Lars Norén (1944), Har-
old Pinter (1930–2008), William Shakespeare (1564–1616), George 
Bernard Shaw (1856–1950), Sophocles (496 BC–406 BC), Wole Soyinka 
(1934), August Strindberg (1849–1912), Anton Chekhov (1860–1904), 
Peter Verhelst (1962), Marius von Mayenburg (1972), and Tennessee 
Williams (1914–1983). In an identical way the respondents were 
offered the titles of  a number plays (without mentioning the 
author), for each of  which they had to indicate whether or not they 
were familiar with the play, and if  so, to what extent they found it 
interesting. In this list the following titles of  works by Ibsen were 
mentioned: Peer Gynt, A Doll’s House, The Wild Duck and Hedda Gabler.
Ibsen productions in Flanders since 1985
As appears from Table 1, Ibsen has been present on the Flemish stage 
in several productions since 1985. Measured in five-year periods the 
number of  different Ibsen productions has been quite stable, even 
if  it seems as if  interest is somewhat declining most recently. Espe-
cially, when it comes to the number of  performances one notices an 
apparent decrease. Whether this points at a diminishing relevance 
of  Ibsen or is merely an artifact is hard to tell. The fact is that there 
is some bias in the data underlying Table 1. As mentioned these data 
come mainly from two sources, the IbsenStage database and the VTI 
database. Compared to the IbsenStage database the VTI database is 
less complete when it comes to the number of  performances, but 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
aa
n V
an
de
nh
au
te]
 at
 07
:12
 10
 M
ay
 20
16
 
Empirical study of  Ibsen’s
[  7 ]
provides on the other hand more recent data; the latest mention in 
the IbsenStage dates from 2012, the VTI database is literally up-to-
date, even mentioning the most recent performance of  Hedda Gabler 
by the Toneelhuis company, which had its premiere on 18 February 
2016.
Table 1. Ibsen plays on the Flemish stage.
Notes: Location A  =  Antwerp, Brussels, Ghent; Location B  =  elsewhere in Flanders; Companies 
A =  large, municipal companies; Companies B =  smaller companies, selected by Het Theaterfesti-
val; Companies C = other smaller companies; Companies D = Dutch guest productions; Companies 
E = other guest productions.
Number of  productions
Period Number productions
Pro-
duction 
comp. A
Pro-
duction 
comp. B
Pro-
duction 
comp. C
Pro-
duction 
comp. D
Pro-
duction 
comp. E
1985–1989 7 2 2 3 0 0
1990–1994 8 2 2 1 2 1
1995–1999 11 2 4 4 0 1
2000–2004 10 1 2 3 2 2
2005–2009 10 0 5 2 1 2
2010–2014 6 1 2 1 2 0
Total 52 8 17 14 7 6
Total (%) 100 15 33 27 13 12
Number of  performances
Period
Total 
perfor-
mances
Location 
A
Loca-
tion B
Perfor-
mances 
comp. A
Perfor-
mances 
comp. B
Perfor-
mances 
comp. C
Perfor-
mances 
comp. D
Perfor-
mances 
comp. E
1985–1989 113 113 0 25 24 64 0 0
1990–1994 56 32 24 18 16 10 7 5
1995–1999 99 44 55 25 37 35 0 2
2000–2004 76 31 42 17 5 43 6 5
2005–2009 124 25 99 0 79 38 4 3
2010–2014 40 28 12 4 29 1 6 0
Total 508 273 232 89 190 191 23 15
Total (%) 100 54 46 18 37 38 5 3
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During the period studied here Ibsen is not only constantly pres-
ent with a number of  different productions, he also succeeds in 
attracting the attention of  the core of  Flemish theater. As Table 1 
shows, companies central to theater as a serious artistic medium, 
notably the city theaters and the companies selected by Het Thea-
terfestival, stage nearly half  of  the productions. When it comes 
to number of  performances the contribution of  these companies 
is even more prominent, as they are responsible for nearly 60% of  
the performances. Serious artistic interest in Ibsen is also apparent 
from the fact that guest productions have been staged regularly, both 
Dutch productions as productions in other languages. For example, 
Thomas Ostermeier’s Hedda Gabler was presented to the Flemish 
Public, while Baktruppen staged two different versions of  Peer Gynt 
in Flanders.
In sheer numbers Ibsen’s presence on the Flemish stage turns out 
to be established. But which Ibsen makes it to the Flemish stage? 
Table 2 presents an overview of  all the plays performed in Flanders 
since 1985. This overview seems both to confirm Shepherd-Barr’s 
observation that “very few of  [Ibsen’s] plays make it onto people’s 
radar screens” and to qualify her suggestion that A Doll’s House is the 
only play many people encounter (Shepherd-Barr 2006, 189).
Three plays, including A Doll’s House, count for half  of  all perfor-
mances (271 out of  508), but A Doll’s House does certainly not take 
up the most prominent position in contemporary Flemish Ibsen 
repertoire. The list is topped by Peer Gynt, a play that both counts 
the most different productions and total number of  performances 
during the period studied here. Remarkably, however, a clear major-
ity of  these performances are staged outside the three main cities 
(Antwerp, Brussels, and Ghent) and produced by minor companies, 
less central in the creation of  serious artistic theater. Particularly, 
it was Compagnie Carlotta that toured through Flanders between 
1999 and 2008 with the production Peer !!!, a music theatrical adapta-
tion of  Ibsen’s play and Grieg’s music addressed to younger children. 
But Peer Gynt also proves its relevance for serious artistic theater, 
judging, for example, by the Toneelhuis production in 2004, directed 
by the young, upcoming director Stefan Perceval.
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When it comes to serious artistic theater, Hedda Gabler in particu-
lar turns out to be attractive. No less than seven different produc-
tions were staged during the period studied here, nearly all of  them 
by companies central within artistic theater production or by guest 
companies. As shown in Table 2, these productions are neatly spread 
over the whole period, implying an almost permanent presence of  
the play on the Flemish stage, a trend that seems to hold on until 
this day judging by the latest Toneelhuis-production mentioned 
above. Regular staging is also the case with A Doll’s House, of  which 
six different productions have been presented to the Flemish public 
since 1985. Ghosts is another Ibsen title that regularly makes it to 
the Flemish stage, even if  this play has been staged less frequently; 
the latest staging was an Ostermeier production that was staged at 
Toneelhuis in 2011. The last play that has been staged regularly is 
An Enemy of  the People. Together these five plays represent 70% of  all 
performances during the period studied here.
All in all, 14 Ibsen plays have been staged in 43 different produc-
tions.7 Compared to the data presented by van der Zalm, the con-
temporary Ibsen repertoire in Flanders shows remarkable similari-
ties with Ibsen’s presence on the Dutch stage. Referring to a much 
wider time frame, notably from the 1890s until 2005, van der Zalm 
observes that “when we are talking about Ibsen in the Netherlands, 
we are talking about his modern, realistic prose dramas” (Van der 
Zalm 2007, 120). Table 2 is nearly an exact copy of  the plays listed 
by van der Zalm, at least when it comes to which titles that have 
been staged (Van der Zalm 2007, 121). Of  the plays listed by van der 
Zalm only League of  Youth and Love’s Comedy have not been staged in 
Flanders since 1985, two titles that also disappeared from the Dutch 
Ibsen repertoire, where they only had a marginal presence (for an 
overview of  Ibsen-plays on the Dutch scene per decade see Van der 
Zalm 1999, 121). The only striking difference with the Dutch list 
is the staging of  Rosmersholm. Whereas, Rosmersholm is ranked fifth 
when it comes to different productions staged in the Netherlands, 
of  which at least five since 1990, this play has barely made it to the 
Flemish stage. In the period studied here, the play was produced 
only once. Peter Zadek and the Burgtheater im Akademietheater 
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Wien visited Antwerp, where De Singel hosted two performances 
of  Rosmersholm in January 2002.
Based on the number of  different productions, the total number 
of  performances as well as on the diversity in the different plays that 
have been staged since 1985, Ibsen is still relevant to contemporary 
Flemish theater. Another indication of  the fact that Ibsen still mat-
ters, especially to serious artistic theater is that his plays continue 
to attract young, avant-garde companies, as these three examples, 
taken from the period, show. In 1989 Dito’Dito, at the time a four–
year-old company that had grown out a group of  actors around 
avant-garde director, author, and actor Jan Decorte, staged When We 
Dead Awaken. In the nineties tg Stan, a company founded in 1989 by 
four young actors who graduated from the Antwerp Conservatory, 
staged JDX – a public enemy (An Enemy of  the People), a production that 
had its premiere in Dutch 1993 and that was staged in a French ver-
sion in 1995. The company has been touring with these productions 
throughout Europe ever since, and they also staged them in New 
York.8 Finally, in 2009 De Tijd, a company that by then safely could 
be described as consecrated avant-garde, staged Ibsen3, an experi-
mental compilation of  three Ibsen plays, Hedda Gabler, A Doll’s House 
and Lady from the Sea.
Ibsen and contemporary Flemish audiences
The analysis of  the Ibsen productions has shown that Ibsen still 
attracts the attention of  theater-makers in Flanders. I will now turn 
to an analysis of  Ibsen’s status for contemporary Flemish audiences. 
Starting from a rather straightforward presentation of  some data on 
Ibsen’s popularity within the contemporary Flemish theater world 
I deepen the picture by contextualizing Ibsen’s status in two ways; 
first, by comparing it to the status of  other playwrights and, second, 
by correlating his status to different taste groups that can be dis-
cerned within the Flemish theater world.
A first glance at the answers to the Ibsen questions in the sur-
vey discussed above shows that only one-third of  the respondents 
answered that they were not familiar with Ibsen, while the mean 
appreciation score of  those who are familiar with the Norwegian 
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author on a five-point-scale is 3.75, indicating that Ibsen still suc-
ceeds fairly well in generating an interest within the Flemish world 
of  theater. The picture, though, is quite different when the respond-
ents are confronted with the individual titles of  work by Ibsen. Of  
these titles Peer Gynt appears to be the best known – and the only 
play by Ibsen that is known by more than half  of  the population. 
Thirty-eight percent answer that they are not familiar with this play, 
followed by A Doll’s House, unfamiliar to 51% of  the respondents, 
Hedda Gabler that is unknown to 55% and, finally, The Wild Duck, a 
play that seems to live only an obscure life in the universe of  Flem-
ish theater, as almost two thirds of  the interviewees indicated that 
they were not familiar with it.9 The appraisal of  these plays, even if  
it is the judgment of  an increasingly diminishing group, is in agree-
ment with the global appreciation of  Ibsen, with a mean apprecia-
tion score of  3.64 calculated for the four plays together, without any 
deviations between the titles worth mentioning. In sum, it can be 
concluded initially that the name of  Ibsen is fairly well grounded in 
Flemish theater, where that name also has a positive connotation, 
but that this overall reputation is not translated in an equal familiar-
ity with individual titles by the author.
With Rusch’s theoretical concept of  living reality in mind it is 
important to explore this status relationally and contextually. With 
the help of  my data this can be done in two meaningful ways. One 
by contextualizing Ibsen’s status in relation to the status other play-
wrights have within contemporary Flemish theater, another by 
examining which – potentially different – status Ibsen enjoys within 
different segments of  the Flemish theater world.
Table 3 presents an overview of  the degree of  (un)familiarity the 
respondents have with all playwrights mentioned in the survey, as 
well as of  the extent to which these playwrights are found interest-
ing, expressed as the mean score a playwright gets on a five-point 
Likert scale and as the percentage the scores four and five represent 
in the total appreciation score.
As appears from the table, familiarity is highly variable, ranging 
from authors like Shakespeare who are known to nearly all respond-
ents to authors like Soyinka who remain in almost complete obscu-
rity. Appreciation is also unequally distributed, even though none of  
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the playwrights get a strongly negative score, with the lowest overall 
appreciation mean score being 2.9, which expresses neutrality – or 
indifference – rather than rejection.
Table 3. Familiarity with Ibsen in relation to other playwrights.
Playwright
Familiar 
(%)
Unfamiliar 
(%)
Mean score 
1–5
% inter-
ested
Ranking 
fam
Ranking 
meanscore
Shakespeare 95 5 4.1 70 1 2
Claus 95 5 3.6 57 2 16
Molière 91 9 3.5 47 3 20
Beckett 83 17 3.9 57 4 5
Chekhov 82 18 4.0 58 6 4
Brecht 82 18 3.8 51 5 9
Sophocles 81 19 3.5 41 7 21
Camus 78 22 3.6 44 8 17
Miller 77 23 4.0 57 9 3
Pinter 70 30 4.1 54 10 1
Williams 70 30 3.9 48 11 7
Ibsen 68 32 3.7 42 12 11
Shaw 67 33 3.7 38 13 12
Maeterlinck 64 36 3.0 21 14 26
Verhelst 63 37 3.6 36 15 18
Duras 59 41 3.7 34 16 14
Strindberg 55 45 3.7 32 17 13
Müller 47 53 3.9 31 18 8
Ayckbourn 44 56 3.6 26 19 15
Norén 44 56 3.9 30 20 6
Heijermans 40 60 2.9 10 21 27
Artaud 38 62 3.5 20 22 19
Kane 37 63 3.8 24 23 10
Fosse 26 74 3.3 11 24 22
von May-
enburg
26 74 3.3 11 25 23
Bond 21 79 3.2 8 26 24
Soyinka 16 84 3.0 5 27 25
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Ibsen’s position within the entire group of  listed authors is one of  
a playwright who is more familiar to the world of  Flemish theater 
than average, though without belonging to the category of  the 
omnipresent. Running factor analysis, a statistical technique aimed 
at reducing complexity in a set of  variables by looking for similar 
patterns of  responses, three clusters are identified within the sample 
of  playwrights mentioned in the survey.10 These clusters are in line 
with a more intuitive subdivision of  the playwrights according to 
their rank position with regard to familiarity, recorded in Table 1. A 
first cluster groups Ibsen, Pinter, Beckett, Shaw, Brecht, Williams, 
Chekhov, Miller, Strindberg, Sophocles, Maeterlinck, Camus, and 
Duras; a second cluster groups von Mayenburg, Fosse, Bond, Kane, 
Artaud, Soyinka, Norén, Müller, Heijermans, Ayckbourn, and Ver-
helst; and a smaller third cluster consists of  Shakespeare, Claus, and 
Molière.
This last cluster corresponds to the category of  the omnipresent 
author, representing two highly canonized, classical international 
playwrights and one grand old man of  Flemish literature. The first 
cluster unites playwrights who, although not having a status of  
self-evidence, can count on a fairly high degree of  familiarity within 
the world of  Flemish theater. As appears most of  these authors can 
be regarded as representatives of  repertoire theater from the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Not surprisingly Ibsen is 
associated to this cluster. The last cluster consists of  playwrights 
who lack a higher degree of  familiarity within Flemish theater. Most 
of  these playwrights are contemporary authors, who are still work-
ing on an oeuvre, but the cluster also consists of  a historical avant-
garde experimenter like Artaud. Moreover, Verhelst, whose degree 
of  familiarity is in fact comparable to that of  Ibsen, is also associated 
to this cluster. Peter Verhelst is a younger Flemish author, often cat-
egorized as an exponent of  serious, postmodern renewal.
This can be seen as an indication of  the fact that the clusters not 
only group authors according to a simple linear decreasing degree 
of  familiarity, but that the associations between the playwrights are 
also grounded in different taste perceptions. The Ibsen-cluster rep-
resents a more classical, traditional form of  text-based theater that 
still has a renommée, the von Mayenburg-cluster represents contem-
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porary renewal of  theater conventions, a renewal only familiar to 
certain segments within the Flemish world of  theater. Further on I 
will elaborate on this observation, especially with regard to the per-
ception of  Ibsen within different segments of  Flemish theater. But 
first I will contextualize the observed familiarity with the different 
Ibsen plays mentioned in the survey.
In the survey the respondents were asked not only to indicate their 
familiarity with and interest for a number of  playwrights, but they 
were also invited to respond to an identical question on a number 
of  plays. Only the titles were listed, in the nomenclature common 
in Flanders, without mentioning the authors. For reasons of  limited 
space this list was restricted, and thus fairly arbitrary. The aim of  this 
list was mainly to examine the familiarity with a number of  Ibsen’s 
plays, which are therefore overrepresented with 4 titles in a list of  
15 plays. A second caveat that should be pointed out – and one that 
also applies to the playwrights as well – is that this survey question 
probes familiarity with and interest for as expressed by the respond-
ents; it is not a matter of  testing what this familiarity really implies, 
whether the declared knowledge is indeed factual, etc. Nonetheless 
this list offers an opportunity to examine, on another level than (the 
name of ) the playwright, to what extent Ibsen is present within con-
temporary Flemish theater.
Table 4 presents an overview of  the results for all titles. Noticeable 
is that the familiarity scores – not unexpectedly – are consider-
ably lower in general compared to the scores for the playwrights. 
Nonetheless, the same tendencies can be observed, one play having 
a nearly omnipresent status, a number of  plays which are known 
more than average, and a number of  plays living a peripheral life. 
More than likely the arbitrary character of  the list is mirrored in the 
actual ranking of  the plays according to familiarity. The best-known 
play, Who’s afraid of  Virginia Woolf by Edward Albee, was staged by 
Compagnie de Koe, a respected theater company quite successful 
in getting media attention, during the season when the survey was 
conducted, which clearly influenced the topicality of  the play. But, 
as mentioned, the list of  plays was particularly aimed at drawing 
a broader picture of  Ibsen’s familiarity in Flemish theater. Table 4 
shows that the plays by Ibsen – precisely as the author himself  – are 
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
aa
n V
an
de
nh
au
te]
 at
 07
:12
 10
 M
ay
 20
16
 
DAAN VANDENHAUTE
[  16 ]
fairly well known in Flanders. The familiarity with Peer Gynt is well 
above average, but also A Doll’s House scores higher than average, 
while the familiarity score for Hedda Gabler is near to average. Only 
The Wild Duck has a rather peripheral existence.
So far, I have examined Ibsen’s living reality by comparing his 
existence to other playwrights and plays. Now I will continue by con-
textualizing Ibsen’s existence in the world of  Flemish theater from 
another perspective. More precisely, I will investigate whether the 
familiarity with Ibsen differs depending on where the respondent is 
situated within this world. Based on the survey data, this contextual-
ization can be done in two ways: by investigating the familiarity with 
Table 4. Familiarity with Ibsen plays in relation to other titles.
Play % fam Rank fam
Mean score 
1–5
Rank  
interest % interest
Who’s afraid of  
Virgina Woolf ?
82 1 4.1 1 75
Peer Gynt 62 2 3.6 10 55
The Importance 
of  Being Earnest
60 3 3.8 2 65
Groenten uit 
Balen
58 4 3.3 12 47
Mutter Courage 
und Ihre Kinder
54 5 3.7 7 57
Le Cid 51 6 3.3 13 42
Et dukkehjem 49 7 3.7 3 61
Andromaque 47 8 3.6 8 56
Huis clos 45 9 3.7 6 57
Hedda Gabler 45 10 3.7 4 61
Spaanschen Bra-
bander
38 11 2.9 15 28
Look Back in 
Anger
34 12 3.7 5 59
Vildanden 31 13 3.6 9 58
Ett drömspel 28 14 3.5 11 48
Die Weber 24 15 3.1 14 36
OVERALL 47   3.5   54
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Ibsen within different segments in the world of  theater discerned 
through preferences for and experience with a wide variety of  the-
atrical expressions on the one hand, and by relating the familiarity 
with Ibsen to different taste profiles based on preferences for litera-
ture in general on the other hand.
In the survey esthetic preferences and dispositions with regard to 
theatrical genres and types of  theatrical expression were measured by 
means of  three series of  questions. The first series invited respond-
ents to indicate whether they were familiar with certain theater 
genres and if  so, to mark on a five-point Likert scale the extent to 
which they liked/disliked these forms of  theatrical expression. The 
list included 15 genres: musical, musical theater, improvisational 
theater, comedy, cabaret, political theater, psychological drama, folk 
drama, experimental theater, theater with a clear storyline, inter-
active theater, documentary theater, sensory theater, multimedia 
theater, and performance art. The second series of  questions asked 
respondents to indicate to what extent they agreed/disagreed with 
six statements about what theater should/should not do/be using 
a five-point Likert scale. The rationale behind the statements was 
a subdivision of  the esthetic function of  theatrical expressions into 
different – yet closely related – subdimensions, namely emotional, 
escapist, realistic, normative, and experimental dispositions.11 The 
third series of  questions asked respondents whether or not they 
were familiar with the work of  six Flemish theater-makers and if  
so, to what extent they found the work interesting, with responses 
again recorded using a five-point Likert scale. These theater-makers 
occupy distinct positions within the contemporary field of  Flemish 
theater, two of  them epitomizing Flemish folk drama, two of  them 
being emblematic of  “serious” text-based drama and psychological 
theater, while two others represent a more experimental strain of  
Flemish theater, favoring crossovers and mixtures of  genres, new 
media, and so on. In addition to these questions, the respondents 
were asked how regularly they attended theater performances and a 
number of  other artistic productions, such as art-house films, dance 
productions, classical music concerts, and art exhibitions.
To reveal the patterns in these data multiple correspondence anal-
ysis was used. This geometric modeling approach discloses under-
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lying structures in categorical data by representing both individu-
als and categories of  the variables as points in a multidimensional 
Euclidean space, grouping together respondents who have similar 
answer patterns, distancing them from respondents who opt for 
other answering categories (or, if  one focuses on the modalities, the 
categories of  the variables, positioning close to one another those 
modalities which are chosen by the same respondents, distancing 
them from modalities systematically chosen by other respondents). 
For a detailed report of  this analysis, I refer to Roose and Vanden-
haute (2010). Here, it suffices to summarize the main findings of  this 
analysis.
In the Euclidean space the modalities and individuals are projected 
along a great number of  axes, of  which the first axes contribute most 
in constructing the space. In our analysis it is sensible to examine 
the first three axes. Along the first and most prominent axis modal-
ities are projected that express different stances towards theater as 
an artistic medium. On one side of  the axis one finds modalities that 
indicate familiarity with and appreciation of  theater as an artistic 
medium (here one finds, for example, the highest attendance rate 
of  both theater performances and dance performances, a positive 
attitude toward experimental theater, familiarity with and appreci-
ation of  prominent theater-makers as well as an expressed dislike 
of  theater as popular entertainment). On the other side of  the axis 
one find modalities that point to a lack of  intimacy with theater as 
artistic expression as well as a distaste of  theater as art (here one 
finds, for example, the lowest attendance rates, unfamiliarity with 
Flemish theater-makers, a dislike of  experiment as well as serious 
psychological theater combined with a preference for musical as 
genre). Along the second axis an opposition in attitude is expressed, 
opposing modalities that indicate a negative, dismissing attitude 
versus modalities that indicate a more open position. This attitudi-
nal difference takes shape in an opposition between modalities that 
express a dislike of  theatrical genres and expressions that are associ-
ated with either elitist experimentation or popular entertainment on 
the one hand, and modalities that show either unfamiliarity with or 
a positive attitude toward either experiment or entertainment on the 
other. The opposition along the third axis can mainly be interpreted 
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as a different appreciation of  theater as entertainment. On one side 
of  the axis a positive stance toward theater as entertainment is to 
be found, as it expressed by modalities indicating a liking for genres 
such as musicals, comedy, and cabaret as well as an appreciation of  
Deridder and Nelissen, representatives of  theater as popular enter-
tainment. In contrast, modalities that express a dislike for these gen-
res and theater-makers are clustered on the opposite side of  the third 
axis.
In a similar way as the modalities relate to one another, the 
respondents are positioned in relation to one another in the Euclid-
ean space described above. In the next step of  the analysis a hierar-
chical cluster analysis was run based on the factorial scores in order 
to classify the respondents into groups that have a common profile 
in matters of  taste and experience with regard to theater. In this arti-
cle, I examine Ibsen’s status in relation to four clusters of  respond-
ents, marking a distinctive position in the world of  Flemish theater. 
These clusters can be described by their differing orientations along 
the factorial axes discussed above. One cluster, characterized as the 
Unfamiliar, is somehow the odd one out, being opposed to each of  
the other clusters on each axis. Along the first axis, the Unfamiliar 
are opposed to the Connoisseurs, a cluster that is characterized by a 
marked orientation along the first axis toward the pole of  theater as 
art. Along the second axis, the Unfamiliar counterbalance the anti- 
innovators or Traditionalists, who share a dislike for a number of  
genres associated with theatrical experiment and innovation. Along 
the third axis, the Unfamiliar oppose the Amateurs, who are closest to 
a positive perception of  theater as entertainment, a pole that attracts 
those in art-world positions connected with amateur theater.
Table 5 summarizes the status Ibsen and his work have within dif-
ferent segments of  the Flemish world of  theater. It comes as no sur-
prise that Ibsen has a vague existence for the unfamiliar. Obviously, 
here Ibsen is in good company with most of  the listed playwrights. In 
fact, only Shakespeare, Molière, and Claus are known to a majority 
of  the unfamiliar. Nevertheless, few other playwrights have an even 
weaker status than Ibsen, who is known to barely 15% of  the unfa-
miliar. On the other side of  the spectrum Ibsen’s status among the 
connoisseurs is high. For those who are highly familiar with theater 
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as a medium and who experience it in the first place as an artistic 
expression, Ibsen not only has the status of  a quasi-omnipresent 
author; he can also count on a distinct appreciation. Moreover, the 
connoisseurs are familiar with the listed plays as well, which they also 
find interesting to a high degree. With regard to the two remaining 
clusters Ibsen takes up an in-between position, even if  he is familiar 
to the traditionalists to a somewhat higher extent. Noticeably, here 
familiarity is mainly restricted to acquaintance with the name of  the 
author; when asked about familiarity with individual titles acquaint-
ance is far less explicit, especially with regard to The Wild Duck, that 
has a rather peripheral status even for these groups.
Within the world of  Flemish theater Ibsen’s reality thus var-
ies according to different taste groups. The data allow us to look 
at Ibsen’s reality from yet another perspective. In the survey the 
respondents were also asked to indicate on a five-point Likert scale 
to what degree they showed interest in a number of  literary genres 
or kinds of  literature, 11 in total. These included the following cat-
egories: thriller, suspense horror; politically engaged literature; his-
torical novel; biography; science fiction and fantasy; psychological 
novel; romance; travel stories; humor, comedy; poetry; philosophi-
cal novel. I will examine now whether systematic differences can be 
found with respect to interest for literature and if, and how, these 
differences can be related to differences in familiarity with Ibsen.
Again applying multiple correspondence analysis I look for struc-
tures in the interest shown to the 11 literary categories. The answers 
on a five-point Likert scale are recoded into three modalities, indicat-
ing no interest, a neutral attitude to or interest for a certain literary 
genre. An analysis of  the first three principal axes offers a nearly full 
explanation of  the structure in the data.12 The first, and most impor-
tant, axis contrasts modalities indicating a clear interest for litera-
ture with modalities that mark a clear disinterest in literature. This 
opposition between interest and disinterest is best expressed by con-
trasting attitudes toward what can be called serious literary genres, 
such as, in descending order of  statistical importance: philosophi-
cal novel, biography, poetry, historical novel, politically engaged 
literature, psychological novel, and travel stories. The second axis 
distinguishes, not between interest and disinterest, but between a 
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preference for lightness and one for seriousness. On one side of  the 
axis modalities converge like a marked interest for humor, science 
fiction, thriller and suspense, romance, and travel stories as well as 
a marked disinterest for politically engaged literature. On the other 
side, a marked disinterest for humor, thriller and suspense, romance, 
and science fiction cluster together as well as a marked interest for 
the philosophical novel. While the first two principal axes have quite 
balanced poles the third axis is far more unbalanced. The axis dis-
tinguishes between a neutral attitude toward literature on one side 
and a marked interest or disinterest on the other. Especially, modali-
ties indicating neither a marked interest nor disinterest for the men-
tioned literary genres stand out.
In order to classify the respondents with regard to their position in 
matters of  literary interest or disinterest the MCA was accomplished 
by a hierarchical cluster analysis based on their factorial scores. This 
resulted in five clusters of  respondents who share a certain literary 
taste: the entertainment readers, the literary enthusiasts, the serious 
readers, the moderates, and the disinterested. In the Euclidean space 
the entertainment readers are dominantly positioned along the second 
axis toward the pole of  lightness. Even if  many of  these respondents 
indicate having a fair interest in, for example, the psychological novel 
and, less prominently, the historical novel, this cluster is mainly char-
acterized by its marked interest for genres such as thriller, romance, 
humor as well as science fiction, while it shows a clear disinterest in 
poetry, politically engaged literature and the philosophical novel. The 
literary enthusiasts are explicitly positioned along the first axis toward 
the pole of  interest. Members of  this cluster have a marked interest 
in a wide range of  genres: politically engaged literature, the histor-
ical novel, the psychological novel, poetry, the philosophical novel, 
but also biographies and travel stories, while they indicate disinter-
est for only a few genres (the thriller, science-fiction, and romance). 
The serious readers mark their disinterest for genres of  entertainment 
far more explicitly. Nearly, three-quarters of  them indicate not to 
be interested in thrillers and action, the disinterest for science- 
fiction is even greater, while humor, romance, and travel tales are 
also marked as uninteresting by many of  the serious readers. Poetry, 
the psychological novel and especially the philosophical novel, on 
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the other hand, are genres that are highly appreciated by the seri-
ous readers. In the Euclidean space they are consequently positioned 
along the second axis in opposition to the entertainment readers. 
The moderates are positioned most prominently along the third axis, 
toward the pole of  neutrality. Characteristic for this cluster is that 
they neither show a marked disinterest nor interest for most genres 
but dominantly opt for a neutral stance. Most markedly this is the 
case with the psychological novel: here 85% of  the moderates mark 
the neutral position on the five-point Likert scale, explicitly mak-
ing another choice than the enthusiasts and the serious readers, to 
whom the psychological novel is a self-evident genre. But this choice 
is also different from that made by the disinterested, of  which almost 
60% indicates to lack interest for this genre. It follows that this clus-
ter is positioned most clearly along the first axis toward the pole of  
disinterest. Even if  its members to a high degree indicate that they 
find most of  the genres as uninteresting, one should note that the 
disinterested cannot be identified with non-readers, since a majority 
of  them shows interest in the thriller as well as in humor.
To what extent, then, and in which way can familiarity with Ibsen 
and his work be linked to these different interests in literature? Table 
6 summarizes the different scores on familiarity and appreciation for 
all of  the clusters discussed above.
As Table 6 indicates, familiarity with Ibsen and his work is not 
equally distributed among the clusters with different literary atti-
tudes. The literary enthusiasts as well as the serious readers score 
remarkably higher than the entertainment readers and the disinter-
ested, both of  whose familiarity with Ibsen is well under average, 
while the moderates even in this respect are average. This obser-
vation holds for familiarity with Ibsen as well as with his oeuvre. 
A majority of  the literary enthusiasts and the serious readers are 
familiar with plays like A Doll’s House and Hedda Gabler, and a portion 
have clearly above average familiarity with these plays. The differ-
ence between the clusters is most apparent in the case of  The Wild 
Duck, a play that appears to be less known in the world of  Flemish 
theater. While only one fifth of  the disinterested and the entertain-
ment readers are familiar with The Wild Duck, the familiarity score 
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for this play is twice as high within the literary enthusiasts and the 
serious readers.
Another striking observation is that the literary enthusiasts and 
the serious readers are not only clearly more familiar with Ibsen and 
his work, but both also express a greater than average interest for 
the author and his oeuvre. This contrasts to the case of  the disinter-
ested, which combine a rather feeble familiarity with Ibsen and his 
work with an appreciation score that is under average on all items.
Concluding discussion
Summing up the empirical findings discussed above the following 
conclusions can be drawn about the living reality of  Ibsen within 
theater in Flanders, 100 years after the Norwegian dramatist passed 
away. At first sight Ibsen seems to hold a prominent position within 
the frame of  references in the Flemish world of  theater, as he is 
known to almost 70% of  the respondents to the questionnaire. 
When measuring familiarity with Ibsen using a five-point item list, 
including besides the name of  Ibsen the titles of  four of  his plays, 
the average score turns out to be 2.4, suggesting that not only the 
name of  Ibsen is known to the respondents, but also his work, at 
least to some extent. Indeed, a first qualification can be noticed here: 
while familiarity with the author seems to be common, individual 
titles appear to be less well known. The clear majority who indicated 
familiarity with Ibsen is reduced to only half  of  the population when 
asked about familiarity with individual titles (and in the case of  The 
Wild Duck to only one-third of  the respondents).
The reality of  Ibsen, thus, should rather be understood as reali-
ties of  Ibsen, which is in line with the theoretical concept as such, 
namely that reality should be seen not as a brute fact but as a social 
construction and thus depending on several factors (Rusch 1999). 
This article contextualized Ibsen’s reality in different ways. Even 
if  the empirical evidence available does not allow qualifications of  
what exactly familiarity with Ibsen means, the survey data give the 
opportunity to relate familiarity with Ibsen to familiarity with a great 
number of  other playwrights. As it turns out from this comparison, 
in general Ibsen takes a well-established position in Flemish theater. 
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Although he does not have the same status as an omnipresent author 
like Shakespeare, Ibsen is still settled firmly in a group of  represent-
atives of  repertoire theater from the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries both when it comes to familiarity and appreciation. 
This conclusion is in line with the findings regarding the Ibsen pro-
ductions, which showed that Ibsen continuously has been present 
on the Flemish stage ever since 1985, with quite a diverse repertoire 
even if  a few plays dominate.
Already when discussing Ibsen’s position in the world of  Flemish 
theater compared to that of  other playwrights, we observed that this 
world consists not of  just one homogeneous group. Based on the 
survey data it is possible to analyze in detail patterns with regard to 
experience with and expectations of  theater as a medium, an anal-
ysis that resulted in a number of  distinct taste groups. The status 
of  Ibsen and his oeuvre is far from the same within these different 
groups. For those who are not familiar with theater and who neither 
experience it as an artistic medium, familiarity with Ibsen is nearly 
non-existent. To the connoisseurs, in contrast, who are deeply famil-
iar with the medium and who enjoy it as an artistic expression, Ibsen 
is a prominent name that is still found interesting to a high degree. 
This conclusion is also consistent with the analysis of  the Ibsen pro-
ductions, where it has become apparent that Ibsen still succeeds in 
attracting the attention of  avant-garde theater-makers.
A similar observation can be made when one classifies the popu-
lation in different taste groups with regard to literature. Those who 
are barely interested in literature in general are least familiar with 
Ibsen and his works. Conversely, those who have a fair interest in 
different literary genres, and especially literary expressions that are 
associated with serious, high-brow literature, are to a high extent 
familiar with Ibsen and his work.
It has not been the focus here, but it follows that these taste pat-
terns can be related to socio-demographic variables as age and edu-
cation.13 Not unexpectedly, those who are less familiar with theater 
and who lack serious artistic expectations are typically young and 
with a lower education level, in contrast to the connoisseurs who are 
older and highly educated, often holding a Master’s degree within 
the humanities or a higher degree in the arts.
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Summarizing all these observations, one can conclude that Ibsen’s 
voice is still heard 100 years after his death even on the Flemish stage. 
But while he still seems to be in dialog with the connoisseurs and 
specialists of  theater, to the amateurs he may have become more of  
a vague echo.
Notes
 1.  Literary critics are mediators who play an important role in the process of  attrib-
uting status to authors – see Van Rees 1983. Rosengren 1987 offers an empirical 
investigation of  how one cohort of  authors, born between 1825 and 1849, over 
a longer period of  time is present in the lexicon of  authors that different kinds 
of  critics in Sweden ( journalistic, essayistic, and academic critics) associate to in 
practicing literary criticism. It appears that the hierarchy of  fame that the late 
nineteenth-century reviewers have established among these authors, a ranking 
in which Ibsen takes a high position, in a very similar way is part of  the frame of  
reference applied by twentieth-century postwar critics, proving the long-lasting 
effects of  certain selections.
 2.  Etcetera is the leading magazine for critical reception of  performing arts in Flan-
ders, grounded in 1982. The magazine offers a digital archive, available online, 
http://www.e-tcetera.be. Gopress is an online press database offered by all Bel-
gian newspaper and magazine publishers.
 3.  Het Theaterfestival, founded in 1987, is an annual festival staging productions that 
are selected by a jury of  professional critics as a season’s most remarkable produc-
tions.
 4.  cf. Dillman 2000.
 5.  The population of  theatergoers differs from the Flemish population as such (such 
as through a higher average level of  education). For a recent socio-demographic 
analysis of  art participants (including attendees of  theater) and the kinds of  sub-
populations that can be discerned within this group see Vander Stichele and Laer-
mans 2006.
 6.  See Roose and Vandenhaute (2010) for an analysis of  the latent dimensions the 
Flemish theater world is structured along.
 7.  The sum of  different productions in table differs from Table 1, due to the way 
of  presenting the data. In Table 1 different productions are measured in five-year 
periods, but some productions exceed these artificial periods and have been staged 
in several periods. Table 2, in fact, mentions 15 titles; the play Ibsen3 is a compila-
tion, composed of  text fragments from Hedda Gabler, A Doll’s House, and The Lady 
from the Sea.
 8.  For detailed information see the company’s website, www.stan.be. The records of  
the JDX-guest productions are not part of  the database that underlies Tables 1 and 
2, as only productions in Flanders are accounted for here.
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 9.  One can observe that these results are in line with the results of  the production 
analysis. It should be noted that the data do not allow qualifying further what 
this familiarity exactly means, whether, for example, it is the expression of  a deep 
knowledge of  the author or of  a specific play or just a rather vague recognition of  
a name. But the answers to these questions function as indicators, that are espe-
cially meaningful when related to similar data on several playwrights and plays.
10.  Statistical details of  this analysis are available upon request.
11.  cf. Roose and Waege 2003 and Roose 2008.
12.  Details of  the statistical analysis are available upon request.
13.  See Roose and Vandenhaute (2010) for further details.
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